In this essay, I argue that the pedagogical, or, more generally, heuristic potential of HBO's crime drama The Wire (2002Wire ( /2008) is related to the specific institutional developments in post-network television, the show's didactic intention, and its focus on the delineation of the economic process, or what has been called its "openly class-based" politics. I will dedicate most time to the latter, as it represents a particularly welcome intervention for American Studies, a discipline in which the problem of class has usually been either marginalized, or articulated in terms of the historically hegemonic disciplinary paradigm, that of identity My approach to this problem will be three-fold. I argue that the pedagogical, or, more generally, heuristic potential of The Wire is related to the specific institutional developments in post-network television, the show's own didactic intention, and its focus on the delineation of the economic process, or what has been called its "openly class-based" politics (Vest 179). I will dedicate most time to the latter, as it represents a particularly welcome intervention for American Studies, a discipline in which the topic of class has usually been either marginalized, or articulated in terms of the historically hegemonic disciplinary paradigm, that of identity. In what follows, I will comment on each of these aspects, as well as on the "institutional-technological" context of The Wire 's debut in Croatian culture, as I find it to open interesting venues for thinking about the transnational logics by which American Studies and its object are constituted. By focusing on the class process, The Wire manages to draw complex networks that impress viewers, and allow them to recognize their own position within capitalist social relations. Finally, let me add that these remarks are far from definitive, and should be understood as starting points for further discussion and research.
1.
The first aspect of The Wire I would like to mention could be called economic or institutionaltechnological. It has to do with the peculiar serial format of the show and the medium of pay or subscription television in which it appeared. This medium is structurally different from the classic network system that dominated US television production between 1960 and 1980. The network system was an "oligopoly in which three American networks, CBS... NBC... and ABC... secured control of production, distribution and exhibition through a 'tight vertical integration, similar to that of the movie studios before 1947'" (Pearson 12 ). This system, Roberta Pearson argues, "militated against artistry and originality" in television production (12). In the network era, shows had to be "written with commercial interruptions in mind, yielding 'mini-narratives' designed to reach a climax before the breaks" (Kelso 48) . This model also required "safe" or "appropriate" environments for ads, making certain kinds of content either very difficult to show or simply difficult to see (often being relegated to late-night hours). Thus, the demands of advertisers put certain constraints on the narrative form possible in television. The pay TV model, where the transaction between the producer and the audience takes place without the interference on the part of advertisers, allows for a different set of structural opportunities. As Tony Kelso writes, "subscriber-backed HBO has generally had the capacity to show greater respect for its audience than advertising-supported networks by more often not merely giving viewers what they are willing to watch . . . but what they really want to watch" (46) . In this situation, in which more creative control, as well as more work and responsibility is given to writer-producers, television can become an important site of experimentation with cultural forms. HBO's innovative approach to television production has been noticed even by the experimental French filmmaker Chris Marker, who stated That such praise for the artistry of a traditionally lowbrow medium can come from an avant-gardist icon says a lot about the change television has undergone since the 1980s (HBO started airing in
1972, but its current model consolidated in the 1980s [cf. ). It is important to keep in mind that the direct relationship between HBO and its subscribers, apart from creating an environment for "quality programming," turned quality programming into cultural capital that HBO sells to its viewers. Kelso rightly points out that HBO shows "function, in part, as devices or product placements that augment HBO's brand" (51). In other words, the ad-free, innovative and fascinating shows such as The Wire are also themselves ads for HBO.
2.
[sic] -a journal of literature, culture and literary translation Jungle to "Organize! Organize! Organize!" in a realistic expectation of social change (Sinclair 340) .
There is no similar call to counter the destructive social effects of "raw, unencumbered capitalism"
in The Wire -logically so, since there is no real-life political subject that could realistically carry out such a vision. Instead, The Wire presents us with a fascinating, yet pessimistic diagnosis of the contemporary historical conjuncture.
3.
It is the representational potential of The Wire -the panoramic view of urban life and its structural conditions that it presents -that has garnered it praises from virtually all of the series' critics. The Wire is very often considered as a particularly successful representation of social processes such as:
urban decay, political corruption, or criminalization of poverty. The series is therefore described as a work of social realism, but bolder labels are also applied to it; critics speak of a "Sociological (2011: 166) This passage is exemplary of the tendency to view the series as a privileged site for investigation of social issues. The observation that The Wire aims at grasping the complexity and, I would like to stress, totality of the social process is certainly correct. (It is important to note how the "freedom of artistic expression" should be understood in the technological-institutional context delineated above.) The authors' acknowledgment that the disciplinary character of academic work represents an obstacle in grasping the "broader social and economic arrangements" is of no lesser importance. However, the sociological zeal for The Wire also points to certain limits of this fiction- Simon's economically based social vision, which finds its fictionalized form in The Wire , is built on the notion that a changed economy (loss of industry, manufacturing jobs) creates the conditions for the sort of social decline that is depicted in the series. This reference to deindustrialization points to the familiar periodization of the history of capitalism, according to which the origins of the present moment should be located in the economic and political crisis of the early 1970s, when the consolidation of the contemporary hegemony began. But Simon avoids using common terms such as "post-Fordism" or "neoliberalism," creating instead his own term for the sort of politicaleconomic logic behind the decay of The Wire : "unencumbered capitalism." The Wire has thus rightly been said to represent "a nostalgic valorisation of the moral economy of work and craft" (Toscano and Kinkle). One of its themes is certainly "the end of 'real' labour," which gets substituted by a "vicious entrepreneurialism of neoliberal work (the drug trade) and informal economies of survival and expediency," as Toscano and Kinkle observe. To their convincing comment, that Simon is politically closer to Karl Polanyi than Karl Marx, I would add that the political-economic imagination of The Wire might also be summarily described as Keynesian.
The situation of deindustrialization and unemployment gives rise, spontaneously as it were, to the organization of an economy -the illegal drug market -that fills in the void created by these conditions. (In many ways, the drug economy in The Wire is the mirror image of the larger economy in which it is embedded.) The series insists that this void is not created only by a failing or changing formal economy but also by the erosion of the institutions of the state. For example,
Season 4 focuses on the failing public school system, but this aspect should also include the failure of the media to work for public interest in Season 5. Clearly, The Wire situates "urban decline" in the context of longer historical processes, which include the decline of the welfare state. It is 
4.
The totalizing aspiration of The Wire , evident in its attempt at delineating the connections and social processes spanning various spheres of American society, also leads to the one serious obstacle when working with The Wire in the classroom. Although our department purchased the series on DVD and made it available to the students in the library, the fairly obvious problem of including sixty hours of television programming in a fifteen-week course remained. It certainly is possible to do useful work by focusing on only one season, or even a selection of episodes, but that would betray the systemic ambition of the series, and reduce it to illustration. I decided to solve this problem by asking students to watch the series on their own, in their free time. In the Croatian context, such a request can reasonably be made thanks to the existence of the informal economy of Internet file sharing, which includes not only TV programming and movies, but alsomore often than academics would care to admit -scholarly literature.
[1]
I am mentioning this as an aside, although the problem is not unrelated to The Wire , since the series, among other things, reflects on the emergence of an informal economy and its ability to act as a medium of social integration for those left outside of dominant or official channels of communication and economic transaction. Furthermore, the role of the file-sharing economy is worth emphasizing if we consider the key point for the consolidation of HBO's model of pay TV; namely the moment in 1986 when "HBO became the first TV station that scrambled its entire output, so it couldn't be pirated. This set the network apart as a premium service that had to be purchased. HBO's decision to encrypt made the ownership of original content, and its protection, a byword of US cultural capitalism" (Miller ix) .
The technology of file sharing, which is often described as "pirating," clearly presents a challenge to such a logic of protection of digital "premium content" and its underlying economy, since it makes content more easily available to those who could not otherwise access it, or would need to invest significant, and often unavailable financial resources to do so. [2] In this way, When asked about their explanation for the series' popularity, the students in my class would inevitably come up with an Aristotelian argument similar to those of social scientists mentioned above: the show made them realize "how the system works", e.g. how crime is connected to politics, how private interests drive public policies, etc. Now, the obvious problem with this explanation is that the students were talking about the Croatian situation, the mechanics of which they were able to recognize in an intensely local American story. This leads us to the question about the level of generalization on which the narrative of T he Wire operates and which can make the story about the mechanics of urbanization of capital in Baltimore so easily recognizable in Croatia. On a more general or abstract level, we seem to be able to recognize the historical experience accumulated in The Wire as being akin to our own, even if the stories of The Wire remain firmly rooted in the streets of an American post-industrial city and the historical experience of its racialized populations. What appears as a slippage -between irreducibly different experiences and localities -turns out to be also a point of suture.
The level of generalization on which such a trans-national recognition can take place stems from the fact that The Wire manages to represent the process formative of a common reality. What lies behind the representational power and the totalizing ambition of The Wire is its dedication to tracing various social effects of accumulation and circulation of capital. Simply put, The Wire 's focus on the economic (or class) process is responsible for the show's heuristic potential. [3] 5.
[ In order to substantiate this claim, I would like to make several related remarks on some formal aspects of The Wire . The first one concerns the difficulty of categorizing it in terms of genre. While recognizing the series as a police procedural, Janica Tomić finds that its "rootedness in the social space" causes "the text to transgress the crime genre," move beyond the confines of the "police procedural," and become an "urban procedural" (247). " The Wire 's hermeneutic project," Tomić writes, becomes "an investigation into the social genesis of crime" (252). These remarks highlight
The Wire 's emphasis on the process -procedure of detection, genesis of crime -that becomes visible in the complex structural operations of a panoptical narrative that defies easy categorization. The multiple foci and story-lines that intersect and connect the five seasons of the series have also often led critics to speak about The Wire as a narrative "network" (Tomić 252 ).
Patrick Jagoda has argued that The Wire belongs to a larger contemporary representational mode he terms the "network aesthetic": "The style of The Wire aligns with the core insight of social network analysis by representing a distributed system of social relations instead of focusing on a dominant protagonist," he argues. This allows the show to produce "something that aspires to [the] aesthetic of 'cognitive mapping'" (Jagoda 193 ).
Both "urban procedural" and "network aesthetic" represent conceptual innovations intended to grasp the dynamic structure of The Wire that -process-oriented and network-like -forms the basis for the series' mimetic potential. Jagoda's reference to Jameson's famous notion of "cognitive mapping" is particularly interesting, as it suggests that The Wire attempts to give a representational form to "that vaster and properly unrepresentable totality which is the ensemble of society's structures as a whole" (Jameson, qtd. in Jagoda 193) . However, Jagoda insists on the structural moment of Jameson's definition, leaving out -in a move that has long become customary -his additional remark that the term "cognitive mapping" was originally "nothing but a code word for 'class consciousness': only it proposed the need for class consciousness of a new and hitherto structure is the creation and distribution of wealth. In the series' own terms, it can efficiently "cognitively map" reality because it "follows the money."
The expansive structural movement of The Wire is not entirely apparent from the beginning. The series opens as a classic police procedural: there is a drug case, a special unit is formed to solve it, and so on. The move towards narrative complexity starts when the police uncover the involvement of the street-level drug dealing with political structures running the city. In the housing projects of West Baltimore, the driver of a city politician (Clay Davis) is found to be carrying a briefcase with $20,000 in cash. At this point, the unit commander (Cedric Daniels) has to make a choice: to follow the drugs, or to follow the money: "I'm bringing in a case that goes everywhere. ... See this is the thing that everyone knows and no one says. You follow the drugs, you get a drug case. You start following the money, you don't know where you're going" ("Lessons"). What the series does after this decisive moment -in the rest of the first and the following four seasons -is precisely that: it "follows the money," or, in more general terms, the creation and distribution of wealth, the economic process at work. The activity of detection, now rearticulated as the mapping of the circuits of Baltimore's political economy, pushes forward the plots of The Wire , and shapes the narrative and social web that is put on display in its complexity. emphasis on what Jagoda termed the "distributed system of social relations" follows from its dialectical privileging of the dynamic process or structure over subject position. That is why
Toscano and Kinkle can say that The Wire allows us to explore "something like a 'realism of abstraction'" -it delineates an "abstract" structure of capital, which is shown in its specific historical and local articulation.
In other words, the economic process is shown to be the force shaping the reality The Wire represents, as well as the force shaping the structure of its narrative. By thus putting on display the formative force of capital, the series enables its viewers to begin to "cognitively map" not only the world of The Wire but also their own, to the extent that they too inhabit a social reality structured by the processes of capital. This emphasis on the processual character and formative power of capital allows The Wire to operate on a level of generalization that enables it to realize its didactic intention, and engage viewers with different histories and from distant localities. The trans-national movement of The Wire , carried by the digital technologies of globalization, can despite its open pessimism be understood as a step in the process of cognitive mapping in Jameson's sense. 
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